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Abstract 
The aim of the current research is to assess the long term effect of boron concentration in treated 
wastewater on citrus plants cultivated in various soil textures.  Boron concentrations of treated 
wastewater used in sandy and clay soil were 1.45±0.37 and 1.03±0.45 mg/l, respectively. In sandy 
soil, Boron concentrations were 0.53 ± 0.15 and 3.94 ± 0.97 mg/ kg soil showed significant 
variation at p < 0.05 between the top 0- 30 and the second layer 30- 60 cm, respectively, while the 
leaves of citrus have boron concentration of 104.1 mg/kg dry weight. In clay soil boron 
concentrations were 0.79 mg/kg in both soil layers and in citrus leaves was 267.1 mg/kg dry 
weight which slightly exceeds the recommended limits 250 mg/kg dry weight. Therefore, the fate 
of Boron depends mainly on the soil texture; in the sandy soil leaching to deeper layers is 
occurred, while boron is accumulated in clay soil and citrus leaves. Thus, the municipal treated 
wastewater could be used safely to irrigate citrus cultivated in sandy soil textures. 
 
Keywords: Boron, Citrus, Desalination, Gaza strip, Treated effluent. 
 
Citation | Ra'fat Abu Daba'an; Husam Al-Najar (2018). The Effect 
of Long Term Irrigation by Treated Effluent on Boron 
Accumulation in Soil and Citrus Plants. Asian Review of 
Environmental and Earth Sciences, 5(1): 22-26. 
History:  
Received: 12 July 2018 
Revised: 15 August 2018 
Accepted: 21 September 2018 
Published: 29 October 2018 
Licensed: This work is licensed under a Creative Commons 
Attribution 3.0 License  
Publisher: Asian Online Journal Publishing Group 
 
Contribution/Acknowledgement: Both authors contributed to the 
conception and design of the study. 
Funding: The authors would like to thank the Middle East Desalination 
Research Center (MEDRC) and Palestinian Water Authority (PWA) who 
kindly financialize the research project. 
Competing Interests: The authors declare that they have no conflict of 
interests. 
Transparency: The authors confirm that the manuscript is an honest, 
accurate, and transparent account of the study was reported; that no vital 
features of the study have been omitted; and that any discrepancies from the 
study as planned have been explained. 
Ethical: This study follows all ethical practices during writing.   
 
 
Contents 
1. Introduction ...................................................................................................................................................................................... 23 
2. Study Area and Methodology ........................................................................................................................................................ 23 
3. Results and Discussion ................................................................................................................................................................... 23 
References .............................................................................................................................................................................................. 26 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Asian Review of Environmental and Earth Sciences, 2018, 5(1): 22-26 
23 
 
 
1. Introduction 
Water consumption in the Gaza Strip is increasing continuously due to population increase resulting from 
natural growth, while the available water resources are decreasing due to urban development and increase of run-
off which negatively affected the groundwater recharge [1-3]. The Gaza Strip is located in a semi-arid region 
categorized as sever water shortage area. The recharge of the groundwater from rainfall is insufficient to cover the 
demand, leading to imbalance in groundwater where seawater intrusion occurred deteriorating the groundwater 
quality [4]. Total up flow from groundwater beneath the Gaza Strip exceed 200 Mm3 per year [5]. Virtually two 
third of groundwater pumped by 10000 wells used for agriculture propose, causing around 110 Mm3 annual deficit 
of water balance. Therefore, it is important to preserve potable groundwater for domestic use and to reuse the 
treated effluent for irrigation constituting an additional renewable and trustworthy water resource [6, 7].  
The maximum quantity of treated effluent expected to reach 92 MCM per year by 2020 [8] may be used for 
irrigation of all irrigated areas cultivated with citrus, olives and other fruit trees. Gaza groundwater wells contain 
high concentrations of boron and this was clear after performing boron tests on some wells covering different 
regions. The tests showed that many water wells contains boron with concentration > 1.2 mg/l, while wastewater 
contains boron concentration up to 4 mg/l [9].  
Not  all  crops  are  equally  sensitive  to  boron;  some  plants  can  show  boron  deficiency  at  a concentration  
that  would  be  toxic  to  a  different  plant. Boron at levels greater than 0.3- 0.5 mg/l in irrigation water found to 
be toxic for citrus plants [10-12]. Due to the proposed strategic plan of the Palestinian Water Authority (PWA), 
which mainly depends on the seawater desalinated for domestic supply, the first desalination stage can remove 
boron to 1.8 mg/l to suite the WHO regulation for drinking purposes. Boron concentration will increase massively 
in the wastewater and will lead to a boron problem specially it would harm the corps which will be irrigated by the 
treated wastewater. Therefore, the levels of boron toxicity in citrus as a most sensitive plant among the common 
plants in the Gaza Strip will be investigated based on Boron concentration and soil texture to answer the question 
whether more stages are required for boron removal to reuse the treated effluent for irrigation.  
 
2. Study Area and Methodology 
In 2004, the Job Creation Program (JCP) in cooperation with Palestinian Hydrologists Group has proposed a 
project to use treated effluent from Sheikh Ejleen wastewater treatment plant for irrigating of 100 dunums (1 
dunum = 1000 m2) of citrus planted in clay soil. The project has been established under French fund and the 
supervision of Palestinian Water Authority (PWA) and Municipality of Gaza with coordination with Ministry of 
Health (MOH) and Ministry of Agriculture In parallel, with a fund of the Catalan Government, the JCP in close 
cooperation with PWA and Coastal Municipal Water Utility (CMWU), launched a small pilot project 60 dunums 
for reuse of treated effluent. The irrigation system is a drip irrigation system in sandy soil planted with citrus. 
 
2.1. Sampling of Treated Effluent, Soil and Citrus leaves 
48 soil samples from each site were collected from the fields at two different depths (0- 30 cm) and (30- 60 cm).  
Samples  were collected  from leaves of  citrus from 20 different trees in each site in addition to 10 samples were 
collected from irrigation water from each pilot project, nitric acid (HNO3) was added to samples stored in 
polyethylene containers to meet quality standard precautions 
 
2.2. Soil Extraction  
The following steps describes the Boron extraction method by hot water according to university of Georgia 
modified procedure from Bercer and Truog [13]; Gupta [14]. 
1. Weigh of 10 g air-dried, 2-mm sieved soil into 100 ml plastic flasks. 
2.  50 ml deionized water added to the soil sample. 
3. The flasks incubated in hot water shaking bath for 30 minutes at 80oC. 
4. To remove the extract from the soil, the samples are filtered by 150-mm diameter filter paper into 100 ml 
plastic flasks.  
5. The filtration process is repeated to obtain clear supernatant for Boron extract measurement. 
 
2.3. Boron determination 
Boron in the treated effluent, soil and plant leaves extracts were determined using atomic emission 
spectroscopy by inductively coupled plasma (ICP-AES). The instrument was manufactured by SPECTRO 
GENESIS company that has a detection limit of 1.25 μg /l. 
 
3. Results and Discussion 
3.1. Boron Concentration of Treated Effluent  
As previously described in the study area, samples from two location were collected from the irrigation water, 
soil and plant tissue. As shown in Figure 1, the treated effluent has Boron concentration of 1.03 ± 0.45 and 1.45 ± 
0.37 mg/l from the clay and sandy soil sites, respectively. The high Boron concentration in the treated effluent at 
both sites refers to the Boron concentration in the groundwater which accounted for 1.13 and 1.03 mg/l at clay and 
sandy soil locations, respectively. Referring  to Vengosh, et al. [15] study prepared  to investigate the source of 
boron in the Southern Mediterranean Coastal Aquifer including Gaza coastal aquifer (Figure 2), Boron 
concentration in the groundwater is higher than 1 mg/l which is the limitation of WHO for drinking water. 
Moreover, the study proved that the main source of boron is the rocks of the aquifer [9, 15]. It is worth to mention 
that the treated effluent has higher Boron concentration than the groundwater due to the added Boron from 
detergents and domestic uses.  
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Figure-1. Boron concentration in the treated effluent that used in irrigation in clay and sandy soils 
                                 
Boron concentration in irrigation water is classified to three categories in terms of its effect to the plants, none, 
moderate and sever. Israel, Saudi Arabia, Japan and states like California and Florida have quite strict guidelines of 
extreme boron concentrations ranging from 0.4 to 1 mg/l for irrigation purposes [16]. In Canada  a guideline for 
irrigation water  ranging from 0.5 – 6 mg/l according to crop sensitivity for Boron [17] whereas groundwater and 
the treated effluent mostly higher than 1mg/l in the Gaza Strip. 
 
 
Figure-2. Distribution of boron concentrations in the Gaza Strip wells, EU and WHO restricted limits [15] 
 
3.2. Boron Accumulation in the Soil 
As shown in Figure 3, samples from various depths 0- 30 and 30- 60 cm were collected from clay soil site 
showed insignificant differences in both soil layers at p < 0.05. Boron concentrations accounted for 0.79 ± 0.24 and 
0.78 ± 0.30 mg/kg soil, respectively.  In sandy soil, the results showed significant variation at p < 0.05 between the 
top 0- 30 cm layer and the second layer 30- 60 cm. Boron concentration accounted for 0.53 ± 0.15 and 3.94 ± 0.97 
mg/ kg soil, respectively. The sandy soil leached Boron to the lower layers, while this was not seen in clay soil site. 
Boron from irrigation water like most of the minerals can accumulate in the soils but it has higher affinity than 
other minerals. In soils, boron may be found in four forms: organically bound, soluble in soil water, adsorbed in soil 
surface, and fixed at clay minerals. Arid, saline soils generally contain the highest boron concentration. In sandy 
soils, boron is leached more readily than in clay soils and is thus less likely to accumulate to toxic concentrations. 
The  Canadian Environmental Quality (CCME) Guidelines suggest guideline of 2 mg/kg soil boron [17]. This soil 
guideline is based on the protection of plants as the most sensitive receptor to boron, which is consistent with 
irrigation water being among the most restrictive of the water quality guidelines. 
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Figure-3. Boron concentration in 0-30 and 30-60 cm layers of clay and sandy soils 
 
3.3. Boron in the Leaves of Citrus 
Boron concentration in the leaves of citrus planted in clay soil accounted for 267.08 ± 15.35 mg/ kg dry 
matter. Significant lower concentration at p < 0.05 is detected from citrus leaves planted in sandy soil and 
accounted for 104.10 ± 9.54 mg/ kg dry matter (Figure 4). The difference in the concentration refers to the 
different soil texture, the sandy soil leaching of Boron to deep soil layers is tested in comparison to clay soil. In 
general Boron concentration in plants irrigated by treated effluent has high concentration, but it is far down 
toxicity threshold in most cases. However, there is a danger for reaching toxicity threshold in the case of long term 
irrigation for citrus in clay soil because of high accumulation of boron in leaves of citrus cultivated in clay soil reach 
to 267 mg B/kg DM that exceeded the toxicity threshold 250-260 mg B/kg DM [18]. 
 
 
Figure-4. Boron concentration in the leaves of citrus cultivated in clay and sandy soil 
 
The high Boron concentration in the leaves of citrus at clay soil site in comparison with the leaves Boron 
concentration at sandy soil site is due to the variation of the soil pH at both sites and the leaching of Boron from 
the sandy soil (Figure 3). The soil pH is 8.18 and 7.8 in clay and sandy soil, respectively. Boron bioavailability is 
reduced at moderately high pH values of 7.5-8.5 [19]. The probability of boron uptake due to high pH may be 
partially offset by the excess of boron present in treated effluent.  
Both soil layers at clay soil site has EC ranges from 1.49 and 1.77 ds/m. While at sandy soil site the top layer 
EC equals 4.51, while the lower layer has 10.56 ds/m. Leaching of salts is emphasized in the sandy soil by the 
increased soil salinity at lower layers, while this was not clear at clay soil. 
Use of treated effluent has significant prospective as a continued source of supplementary irrigation water, 
growing affectedly in water deficit regions like the Middle East and north Africa. Due to its climate similarity, 
Citrus is the most commonly cultivated crop which is suitable to be irrigated with treated effluent because of the 
acceptable distance between the fruit and irrigation water networks. This minimize the contamination with 
microorganisms. More concern should be given to the effluent quality form inorganic standpoint such as Boron 
sensitive crop.  
Citrus in southern Florida was irrigated with 0.31 mg B/l treated effluent for more than 10 years [20]. 
Leading to annual increase of 4.6 mg B/kg dry weigh in leaves, but leaf concentrations still less than the toxic 
levels. Nevertheless, if the same irrigation water with 0.31 mg B/l still in use for 30 years, leaf B concentrations 
will reach the harmful level (200 mg B/kg). The main constrains of long term use of treated effluent are salinity 
and Boron concentration in most of the reuse studies. For instance in Murcia, Spain, treated effluent with 1.4 and 
221 mg/l Boron and chloride concentrations are limiting values for long term reuse in case of lemon irrigation [18, 
21]. The installation of reverse osmosis plant in Eilat produces potable water with Boron concentration suite the 
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domestic use, but farmers who used the treated effluent for irrigation observed discolored leaves of citrus due to the 
relatively high Boron concentration levels for irrigation purposes [22]. 
In conclusion Soil texture has abundant evidence in retain boron in the soil. Boron concentration of both soil 
layer at clay site is 0.78 mg/ kg soil when irrigated by treated effluent of 1.13 mg/l. While the top layer 0-30 cm at 
sandy site is much lower Boron concentration than the deeper layer 30-60 cm and accounted for 0.5 and 3.9 mg/ kg 
soil when irrigated by treated effluent of 1.03 mg B/l, respectively. The sandy soil leached boron to the lower 
layers, thus unlikely to accumulate to toxic concentrations in citrus. The concentration of boron in citrus planted in 
sandy soil is less than the planted in clay soil and accounted for 104 and 267 mg/kg dry weight, respectively. 
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